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Invited Lecture: Are We Postmodern? Strathclyde School of Architecture, 
September 2007 
 
I’d like to begin by talking about the historical context of teaching architecture now. 
A neo-conservative debate is being played out in the architectural academy across 
Europe and North America, the so called post-critical movement led by Rem 
Koolhaas, Bob Somol and Sarah Whiting. They claim a necessary shift away from 
theory, proposing an architecture of pure presence. The proponents of the post-
political dismiss the role of ideology in contemporary architectural production, while 
on what we might call the intellectual Left, another discussion has emerged. I am 
thinking of the millieu, represented by publications such as the New York journal 
Log, (Fig. 1) edited by Cynthia Davidson, and theorists such as Reinhold Martin, who 
situate architecture within the contemporary real of globalisation, and the political real 
of architectural and urban territories. (Fig. 2) The circulating motifs of this discussion 
are terrorism, extreme climate, race riots, ruthless urbanisms, and so on.  
 
On both polarities, those on the side of pleasure or those on the side of disaster, what 
can be observed is a retreat from the encounter with the aesthetic object itself, a 
turning away from those traditional concerns  of architectural criticism and art history, 
surrounding objecthood and its historical production and reception—concerns that 
once guaranteed architecture’s disciplinary interior, what Foucault might call 
architecture’s epistème, meaning architecture conceived not only as technique or 
territory, but as a system of knowledge, as a disciplinary a priori. The proposed 
obsolescence of theory, no matter how disingenuous, and the end to the historical 
centrality of architectural objecthood, both these can be viewed as symptoms of the 
undermining of the epistème, a condition that some people call postmodernity, or late 
capital, and for the architects is postcritical. 
 
These then we might say are the historical conditions of architecture today. What is at 
stake for me is power relations, ethics, subjectivity. And we might say that the 
teaching of Architectural History and Theory (AHT) is itself bound by these. So the 
question is how can the teaching of AHT open up these questions for architecture 
students. The position of the architecture student is a bit like what Reinhold Martin 
once described as an architect standing in a voting booth, even though the space is 
confined and the options may no longer represent your identity or values, you still 
have to make a choice. For me ethics means not necessarily solving these problems, 
but teaching AHT from the position of what I call the encounter with space. An 
ethico-aesthetics, to borrow a term from the French analyst Félix Guattari, means to 
understand architectural production in terms of subjectivity. By this I don’t mean only 
how we create architecture, but how buildings and territories are creative producers 
themselves. 
 
Whereas architecture theory from the early seventies was premised on the idea that 
the architect had an important social and historical role—that architecture could be 
associated with something that was once called “autonomy”—Charles Jencks recently 
described the contemporary architect as a “weak player in geopolitics”. But I would 
like to put forward the argument that buildings, landscapes and other territories, more 
than ever before, are vast powers to act, to transform the real (no matter how uncertain 
their disciplinary boundaries). Architecture it could be argued is not only an accessory 
to the myriad techniques of domination and disaster, but an agent in its own right.  
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It is with this leap of faith that the teacher and student of architectural history and 
theory begin their work. Put simply, it is the conviction that architecture possesses an 
ethical status, not in the sense of clinging to normative values or moral prescriptions, 
but rather it means to grasp the concrete subject-productions of architectural 
arrangements, that is architecture’s facility to produce determinate effects, to imagine 
unthought futures (regardless what dystopias face us now). Even in its mode of pure 
commodification or violence—such as the miraculous signature architectures of New 
China and Dubai, (Fig. 3) or those acts of “visually dynamic destruction” as described 
by a recent terrorist group, architecture’s power, like that of the cinema, lies in its 
contribution to the cultural imaginary. It is a visionary art, it doesn’t simply describe 
reality, it imagines a new real.  
 
A central concern in my pedagogy, is what I call architectural subjectivity (Fig. 4). 
So, if I’m discussing the houses of Adolf Loos, or Kazuo Shinohara, I’m interested in 
how their details, interiors, and arrangements produce effects for the historical subject, 
how they open up new ways of experiencing the world; and in turn how particular 
subject-positions determine the spatial realities and arrangements we understand as 
modernist. Loos’s uncharacteristic, zebra-striped house proposal for the flamboyant 
dancer Josephine Baker in 1927 converges on a millieu and a network of social 
relations that transcends Loos’s individual oeuvre (even if he called it a modernity of 
“difference”) (Fig. 5) (Fig. 6). Baker’s rejection of the design and her decision to 
move into a turn-of-the-century chateau is itself part of the reception history of Loos’s 
design, by this I mean the way we encounter the design historically. Contemporary 
theory for me is evocative not only of building forms and design typologies but of 
new experiences, social arrangements, the encounter with space. 
 
My PhD seeks to reformulate for architecture, the French theorists Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari’s model of  subjectivity. I call the impersonal effects those autonomous 
fragments of architectural encounter, understood to constitute their own subjectivities. 
To be clear, Deleuze and Guattari declare that the aesthetic object does not merely 
take part in the production of subjectivity, but that it constitutes its own. The 
fertilisation of an egg, a wild bushfire, an architectural work—these can be thought to 
constitute veritable subjectivities, in the sense that they are self-driven and produce 
“determinate effects.” While Deleuze rarely discussed architecture, Guattari actively 
pursued architectural models and urbanisms in the 1980s, which he declared to be 
central to his political vision. My project develops a new model of an impersonal 
architectural subjectivity via case studies drawn from built design and the cinema. 
And it also historicises the recent Deleuze discussion in architecture within a much 
earlier reception of Deleuze, which I trace back to Columbia University in the mid 
1970s where Deleuze first presented his essay “Rhizome” at the so called 
Schizoculture conference.  
 
Having originally studied German philosophy as part of my undergraduate 
architecture degree I am an interdisciplinary scholar with a strong leaning towards 
contemporary European philosophy. While I was doing my masters in the United 
States, I taught a seminar around my research called Architecture and Affect, to which 
I invited international and local guest speakers from multiple disciplines, to speak at 
sessions alternating with my own presentations. So, I’m interested in this wider 
discussion of ethics and visuality; and the question I would like students to consider is 
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how they think a given building or design is encountered, what kind of culture, 
economy, or life is imagined in this particular arrangement. 
 
(Fig. 7) Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish museum in Berlin, contains a series of voids that 
follow the full zig-zag of the interior – each void is inaccessible, and can never be 
viewed in its entirety, but from every space, one catches glimpses of void. an 
encounter that is pervasive yet forever incomplete; it vividly enacts the 
incomprehensibility of wholesale mass murder. Mies’s National galerie in Berlin 
works the opposite idea, of a kind of ever-present space, where the entire ground floor 
becomes a glass encased foyer, always-already available. The gallery itself, where the 
art works are displayed, is concealed underground, the working program sacrificed in 
order to elevate literally a single architectural idea, in this heroic light filled empty 
floor which becomes a stage for all those who enter it. Both these are examples of 
what I call a properly architectural idea, in contrast to metaphor or representation, the 
architectural idea acts itself and produces in situ.  
 
The measure of these architectural ideas is that we recognise something singular in 
our encounter with them. The architectural idea envelops a particular set of effects. It 
is a cultural, historical and theoretical entity in and of itself. For this reason, it must be 
precise. So, in exploring the problem of a void the questions I would ask a student are 
what is at stake in this absence, whose absence, how is such a void presented, what is 
its history, and effects. This is because an architectural idea doesn’t represent a state 
of affairs, but opens up in its concrete instantiation, what Félix Guattari calls an 
existential territory, a vivid psychological mode or experience that a person is subject 
to when they stand in it. 
 
The teaching of AHT is essentially the teaching of architectural ideas, in other words 
how to think ideas vividly, on the ground. My understanding of your school is one 
that is research driven towards intellectually rigorous constructions of a socially 
responsible world, and therefore your objectives and criteria for AHT in this regard 
are for AHT to underpin the curriculum as a whole. With this in mind, I’d like to 
propose a three tiered structure for AHT: The three components are: Survey, Seminar 
and Live Research. To clarify, these three levels of teaching happen concurrently. I 
am going out on a limb here and significantly extending your existing curriculum.  
1. SURVEY 
The survey class attempts to provide a broad account of the major historical and 
theoretical movements of architectural production, split across the three years into 
three conditions: classical, modern, postmodern and contemporary. The survey is run 
as two parallel lecture series, of two lectures a week, one about a particular style or 
movement and a second lecture which attempts to theorise this history. It’s a way of 
being explicit about the theoretical paradigms which frame ‘history.’ So for an 
introduction to early Pre-war German modernism, there would be a theory lecture the 
same week on the emergence of the concept of space not only in architecture but in 
the allied arts such as the cinema. So here the objective would be to understand the 
theoretical constructs that made modernism possible. The history series in turn makes 
the theory classes rigorous by historicising theoretical schemata themselves as part of 
a dialogue that is both regional and historical. So that’s the first level, survey classes 
which zig-zag back and forth between history and theory. 
  
2. SEMINAR 
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The second tier consists in smaller seminars offered as electives, each which expand 
on a topic from the survey. The idea of the focused seminar is a key aspect of my 
pedagogy. Students would engage a close reading of a text, or they would conduct a 
formal analysis of an architect, such as a study of the Venturis in the sixties, or an 
analysis of Collin Rowe’s book Collage City. If the Survey gives students an 
overview, the objective of the Seminar is to train students to think analytically about 
architectural history and theory at close range. And these kinds of seminar classes are 
very important to architecture schools, as they foster scholarship and really enrich the 
academic life of a school.  
 
3. LIVE RESEARCH  
The third tier in this structure, in addition to the survey and seminar, is what I call 
Live Research where students apply AHT to the real world – where they learn to be 
historians and theorists in their own right. Live research would consist of study tour 
classes, also run as electives, which would incorporate a range of things from archival 
visits, as well as visits to museums, other buildings and public spaces in Glasgow 
Edinburgh, and beyond. In these classes students would be called upon to generate 
their own aesthetic, historical and intellectual judgments, and to conduct off-site 
independent research to frame their ideas. One of the great things about Glasgow is 
there are lots of very old buildings as well as newer ones, plus many examples of 
buildings from the modern movement, so using Glasgow and its hinterland as an 
urban architectural laboratory and database. 
 
So that’s the rough internal structure for AHT. While most architecture schools would 
consider AHT to underpin the entire program, typically this pedagogy is hidden, and 
the differentiation of a subject ‘AHT’ like ESD renders the unit extra or in addition to 
design. So it’s important to be explicit about integrating AHT into the wider 
curriculum and thinking about studio—like the seminar classes I talked about—as 
pursuing particular histories and theories contained within AHT. The Venice studio at 
Yale run by Leon Krier or a studio which revisits public housing estates in Glasgow, 
these kinds of projects are historical from the outset and require a level of scholarly 
interest by students who wish to extend themselves beyond AHT. So this is another 
way of teaching history via the studio and it requires students to situate their work 
historically. 
 
Other practice-based units are also opportunities to extend AHT. Building technology, 
could incorporate a historical component to show the way building details are 
historically conditioned. Similarly, it would be interesting to include aesthetic theory 
in the teaching of Materials, the history of architectural drawing within graphics, and 
theories of media and representation in architectural photography. I am imagining 
guest lectures contained within these practice based subjects. 
 
I understand that at the undergraduate level, Urban Design is taught from within AHT, 
and that the content alternates each semester between Urban and architectural history-
theory. I think this is a good thing, presenting urbanism as another scale of 
architectural thinking. The three broad strands that I would want to include in the 
urban history content are: Urbanism and Technology, so looking at Lewis Mumford’s 
The City in History; Urbanism and The Body, so the History of the City from the 
perspective of its inhabitants, and their experiences, using as a platform Richard 
Sennet’s book Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilisation; and 
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finally, Urbanism and the Image of the City, so reading Walter Benjamin’s Arcades 
Project and looking at biblical cities such as Troy, Babel, Sodom, and Rome as well 
as modern cities Paris, Berlin, Glasgow.  
 
Following on from this, if I had to write a class on Scottish architecture it would be 
partly a history of Scottish buildings, designers, and inhabitants. But it would also be 
a history of Scottish urbanism. Clearly there is something special about Scotland that 
makes it worthy of historicising as distinct from the history of the British isles. In 
Australia, local architectural history is taught using the tropes of ‘importation’ and 
‘transformation’. Scotland presumably has more a sense as both indigenous and 
connected to International flows, so that’s what I’d be pursuing. 
 
For my current work. I’m preparing a book proposal for MIT Press based on the PhD. 
My other research projects are: two papers which I recently submitted to the Journal 
of Architectural Education for peer review, one is on Félix Guattari and a house for 
the Poet Tanigawa by the Japanese architect Shinohara, and the other develops 
through film examples, a formal category that I call the architectural close-up, where a 
touch to the architectural wall becomes a defining moment for the character, revealing 
what is at stake in the film. (Fig. 8 – This is Harriet Andersson touching the 
wallpaper in Through a Glass Darkly, Fig. 9 – Catherine Deneuve in a psychotic 
moment in Polanski’s Repulsion, Fig. 10, – and John Turturro in the famous 
wallpaper scene in Barton Fink) A third project is a joint proposal for a themed 
journal issue on which I am collaborating with Peggy Deamer, Head of Architecture 
at Auckland University, on the proposed topic Existential Territories: architecture 
and the status of the subject.  
 
Next year, I would like to begin three new projects: 
The first one is looking at German aesthetics and extending the central idea in my 
thesis of an impersonal subjectivity by revisiting figures such as Alois Riegl, and 
Worringer, and, Frankfurt school thinkers such as Adorno. The framework for the 
paper then is this longer trajectory in German art history, and its implicit theorisation 
of an autonomous subjectivity of form. 
 
In relation to this topic is a second a paper on subjectivity and space in German 
Expressionist cinema and film theory of the 1920s, so looking at the discussion and 
cinema surrounding the art historians Erwin Panofsky and Herman G. Scheffauer, but 
rather than looking at the metaphoric subjectivities in architectural sets, I would be 
studying the primary architectural effects and spatial production within the film itself.  
 
Following these two papers, a second, longer project is about the actual spaces and 
structures of early cinema production in Weimar Germany, which would investigate a 
range of building types and practices of the period, including film studios such as the 
UFA, (Universum Film AG) the 1930s “film palace”, and also the instances of private 
screening rooms or home theatres such as that of Adolf Hitler who was a great fan of 
the cinema. This project if I can find research partners in the department could 
forseeably be part of a larger grant application and would require archival research 
and visits to Germany. 
 
Thank you. 
 
